The difficulty of speaking tasks has only recently become a topic of investigation in language testing. This has been prompted by work on discourse variability in second language acquisition (SLA) Valette (1977: 152) 
I Introduction
The investigation of task difficulty in speaking tests is surprisingly recent in language testing. Texts that have discussed the assessment of speaking have traditionally considered the range of task types available, focusing on the appropriateness of each to elicit a ratable sample of language. Thus, Valette (1977: 152) 
writes:
Although a free expression test allows the students to demonstrate their linguistic creativity, one cannot simply put the student before a tape recorder or in front of the class and say 'speak.' A testing framework that will facilitate student talk must be established. The following types of items have proven effective.
Valette proceeds to present sample item types with suggestions regarding the type of language that the task will elicit. There is no discussion of the relative difficulty of these 'items' or 'tasks', and no attempt to rank them according to difficulty. While Madsen and Jones ( 1981) argued that speaking tests and task types needed to be tailored to the language proficiency of the test-taker, the difficulty of task types per se was not discussed.
Later articles and books that have dealt with speaking tasks have also generally adopted the approach of discussing their advantages and disadvantages for eliciting samples of ratable discourse, such as Underhill (1987) and Weir (1988: 82-96) . One early exception to this was Pollitt's (1991) Bachman's (1990) model of test method facets, and Weir's (1993) performance conditions. The advent of multi-faceted Rasch analysis (Linacre and Wright, 1990) in the last decade has made it possible to assign 'difficulty' statistics to tasks (as in Bachman et a1.,1995; Lynch and McNamara, 1998) , and separate this from the concept of 'rater severity' (Brown and Hill, 1998 In second language acquisition (SLA) research the classification of tasks in order to better understand their impact upon language learning dates to the early 1980s (Crookes and Gass, 1993: l-2) .This came about through the growing conviction that quality and quantity of interaction played a key role in language acquisition, and that the task type primarily governs the nature of classroom interaction.
Classificatory criteria that have been used in SLA research include one-way vs. two-way tasks (Long, 1981) and communicative goal and activity type (Pica et aI., 1993 (1983; 1985; 19871' 1988) Ellis (1985) argues for a heterogeneous capability that is manifested differentially depending upon task conditions in operation at the time of production. Fulcher (1995) Bachman and Palmer (1996: 23-25) , Tarone argues that scores from 'authentic' tests will inevitably lack reliability and generalizability.
The assumption underlying present SLA influenced approaches to studying speaking tasks is that there is variation in test-taker performance by task characteristics or conditions, and that this variation leads to different scores ( (Bachman et al., 1988;  Bachman et al., t995). Douglas and Smith (1997) , Skehan (1998a;  1998b) and Iwashita et al. (2001) Rather, categories used from information processing approaches have been used, particularly those put forward by Skehan (1998a; 1998b . Differentiated outcomes: As a task outcome requires more differentiated justification, the complexity of the language will increase. For language testing and assessment, the claim is that the more difficult and complex the task, rated on these criteria, the more difficult the task will be when analysed using multi-faceted Rasch analysis. Foster and Skehan (1996) and Skehan and Foster (1997) report justification for the claims using three classroom activities: personally oriented tasks, narrative tasks, and tasks where a choice and justification are required, scored for fluency, accuracy and complexity.
However, when this research has been replicated in a language testing setting it has so far proved impossible to predict task difficulty from these criteria (Brown et aI., 1999 The researchers say that their study 'failed to confirm the findings of existing research'. This is true in the case of research in classroom based SLA investigation. However, in language testing research, the lack of score sensitivity to variation in task has frequently been noted. The most striking example of this is the failure of researchers in EAP tests to isolate 'specificity' of task. This story is summarized in Fulcher (1999) , while Clapham (2000) , a key researcher in this field, acknowledges that specificity as a task condition has failed to generate enough score variance for it to be worth maintaining subject specific modules in tests such as the International English Language Testing System (IELTS). Indeed, language for specific purposes testing (LSP) frequently struggles to discover what it is about an LSP test that makes it specific (Douglas, 1998; 2000) . Thus, while it has frequently been claimed that a lack of specialist knowledge in the topic of the test task makes the task more difficult for test-takers without that knowledge, there is little if any evidence to suggest that this is the case.
It should be noted at this point that we do not question the view frequently supported by studies of test discourse that changes in task or task conditions result in changes of discourse (see Shohamy, 1983; Shohamy et al., 1986) . It is evident that a change in task topic or number of participants will change the discourse produced by test-takers (which is at the centre of Tarone's argument; see Tarone, 1998 The only language testing studies to find large significant differences between how learners perform on tasks are those where the tasks are maximally different (as in Fulcher, 1996b ) and employ multiple rating scales. Chalhoub-Deville (1995) uses rating scales upon which all students are rated on all tasks and rating scales that are specific to some tasks. She reports using a modified ACTFL OPI, a picture narration task and a reading aloud task. Test takers were rated on five common scales, eight specific scales for the interview, seven specific scales for the narrative and one specific scale for the reading aloud task. The first dimension discovered by Chalhoub-Deville relates to rating scales used in common across tasks (grammar and pronunciation ), the second dimension relates to rating scales that were specific to a narrative task (creativity and adequacy of information) and the third to rating scales specific to an interview task (providing detail unassisted and length of subject's response). Upshur and Turner (1999) We do not wish to suggest that designing rating scales that are specific to a certain task is illegitimate. Chapelle (1998; Six tasks were used in order to vary the conditions of social power and imposition systematically. These were adapted from Mdrquez Reiter (1997) so that they would elicit a sample of indirect requests that could be used in the analysis. The first task required the student to approach a professor and ask to borrow a book that they needed to write an assignment. The second asked the student to imagine that they worked part time in an office, and had to leave for 20 minutes to do a job outside. They had to ask a newcomer to the office (subordinate) to answer their phone for the time they were out. In the third task, the student was asked to imagine that they were moving accommodation, and had to ask a neighbour to help move luggage and furniture. In the next task the student was on a bus with a child and needed to request that a passenger move seats so that they could sit next to the child. In task 5, the student was asked to imagine that they had run out of money and needed to ask for a pay advance from their boss at the place where they had a part-time job. The final task required the student to ask a newcomer at work (subordinate) if they could borrow their laptop for a morning. The conditions for these tasks are laid out in Table 2. For each task a pair of students undertook the role play, at the beginning of which they were given simple role cards that explained the role they were intended to play. The student performing the request was told what they had to achieve (e.9., borrow a book). The 
Subjects
The students who undertook the tasks were 23 Spanish and 32 English-speaking students between the ages of 18 and 24. The Spanish-speaking students had not been resident in an Englishspeaking country for more than four months at the time of undertaking the tasks, and none of the students were familiar with each other.
Scoring
When the indirect requests had been identified, pairs of students were shown their performance on video. Their attention was drawn to each indirect request used in each task, and the pair were asked to judge how successful this request would be in achieving the task objective. For example, in task I the students were asked to judge how successful the speaker was at getting the professor to lend the book, given the way in which they made the request. The judgement they made was reported in terms of how certain they were that the hearer would s<H S>H S= H S= H S<H S>H the students were asked to tick on a 'rating scale' of I to 10. Each level on the scale represents increments of l0% certainty in the success of the request. This was taken as the 'score' or relative degree of task achievement. The students were also asked to explain why they thought a particular request would be more or less likely to be successful during the debriefing interviews, and feedback is reported in the results and discussion below. After two weeks, all the students were also asked to complete a questionnaire for each of the six tasks, in which they were asked to assign a probability of success to samples of requests for the situation drawn from the performances on the test.
A sample questionnaire is presented in Appendix 1. (Kirk, 1996) . In this study it was therefore decided to further investigate significant p values by investigating effect sizes using Cohen's d (Cohen 1988; 1992) Table 3 . The results indicate that the task conditions of social power and imposition are significant, and the Ll background of the test-takers is also significant. There is also a significant two-way interaction between social power and Ll background, and a significant three-way interaction between social power, imposition and Ll background. The most striking feature of Table 5 is that as social power (Yamashita, 1996) 
